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I.         Introduction 

Systemic discrimination refers to laws passed by a state or a country that discriminate 

against a particular group or enable others to do so. In this case, we are discussing the set of rules 

that enable individuals to discriminate based on sex. Equality between genders is a goal sought 

by women and women’s rights activists all around the globe. Some countries don’t have any 

laws protecting women from being discriminated against, enabling individuals to treat women 

differently. In several states, allowing marital rape and physical abuse, discrimination while 

hiring, and bans from owning land are present as forms of systemic discrimination against 

women. The United Nations has established several committees and treaties hoping to establish 

equality between the genders which will be discussed in depth throughout this report. 

  II.         Focused Overview of the Issue 

1) Systemic Discrimination Against Women in the Workplace 

A central problem within reaching the 

long-anticipated goal of enhancing the 

international protection of women’s human 

rights is the continued widespread and 

general discrimination women face at the 

hands of employers and business owners. In 

fact, this problem is so apparent that “Only 1 

out of 4 who have been sexually harassed tell 

their employers.”1 There are several barriers 

that explain why most employees don’t come 

forward. Some of them are afraid that they 

will risk losing their jobs if they were to report their superiors. In many cases, women who make 

                                                
1 “Johnson, Margaret E. Only 1 in 4 Women Who Have Been Sexually Harassed Tell Their Employers. Here’s Why 

They’re Afraid.” The Conversation. The Conversation, 5 June 2018. Website. 

https://theconversation.com/amp/only-1-in-4-women-who-have-been-sexually-harassed-tell-their-employers-heres-

why-theyre-afraid-97436  

 

Figure [1]: Statistics on gender pay gap in several 

countries 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure [3] shows unemployment rates of both 

genders by year 
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complaints are faced with strong retaliation and may be faced with disbelief. Also, the pay gap 

between women and men is absurdly high in several states as shown in figure [1]. Tougher laws 

and creating an easier platform for employees to report such incidents are ways to diminish 

workplace discrimination against women. States are also found liable for failing to protect 

women’s rights and failing to produce redress for such harms. The available remedies are very 

restricted in their ability to deal with the systemic discrimination that infringes upon women’s 

enjoyment of their internationally protected human rights (explained later in the report). Whereas 

several human rights violations are also systemic within the sense that they're widespread at a 

specific state, or may be seen to result from the structure of specific establishments, they often 

result from practices and beliefs embedded in a specific culture.  

2) Systemic Discrimination Against Women Based on Culture  

Violations of the human rights which women deserve to enjoy might stem from the 

preceding reasons, however they are also bolstered by cultural beliefs and practices that permit 

discrimination against women. This makes the conceptualization of remedies for violations of 

women’s human rights rather tough. Female Genital Mutilation is an example of a cultural act in 

Africa that has no medical benefits and mutilates the bodies women. In Saudi Arabia, women 

aren’t allowed to leave their homes without a ‘mahram’ and it hasn’t been until recently that they 

were allowed to drive. Several countries also limit women to owning only a certain amount of 

land or property. In Egypt and other countries, there are no laws that can prevent employers from 

choosing candidates for a certain position based on sex, given the fact that most middle easterns 

hold up unconscious biases against women. General discrimination that leads to widespread 

violations of women’s human rights needs additional inventive remedial thinking, because the 

nature of the violation is more complex.2  

III.         Involved Countries and Organizations 

1) Egypt 

Egypt has absolutely no anti-discrimination laws when it comes to hiring women. This 

allows employers to take hiring decisions based on gender, which led to systemic discrimination 

                                                
2 “Difference between Male and Female Earnings as % of Male Earnings.” Korn Ferry Hay Group, Sept. 2015. 

Website. https://www.kornferry.com/institute/download/download/id/17733/aid/1246  

https://www.kornferry.com/institute/download/download/id/17733/aid/1246
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against women. Furthermore, laws don’t require employers to give equal pay to both genders 

having the same position.3 The Egyptian laws give men more rights when it comes to marriage 

and divorce, which oftentimes leads to 

domestic violence. The 2014 constitution 

calls for equality between the genders, but 

laws are rarely enforced. Egypt has the 

largest number of females that have 

undergone genital mutilation. 

  

 

 

2) Iran 

Iran is one of 6 countries that have yet 

to sign the Convention on the Elimination of 

all Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

(CEDAW). Women are deprived of most 

financial services and have limited control 

over land and assets. The majority of 

managerial positions are held by men and no 

rules are created for equality between genders 

in the workplace. As shown in figure [3],4 the difference between the unemployment rates of 

both genders is very significant. 

3) Saudi Arabia 

Saudi Arabia has a religious police force that implements Sharia law. Males are 

considered to be superior to females and act as their guardian or “mahram”. Women can’t leave 

                                                
3 Reda, Lolwa. “Violence Against Women: Egyptian Laws and Policies in Place.” Egypt Today. Egypt Today, Dec. 

1 2017. http://www.egypttoday.com/Article/2/34864/Violence-Against-Women-Egyptian-laws-policies-in-place  
4 “Unemployment Rate in Iran Since 2006.” Human Rights Watch. Human Rights Watch, May 25 2017. 

https://www.hrw.org/report/2017/05/25/its-mens-club/discrimination-against-women-irans-job-market  

Figure [3]: Unemployment rates of both genders by year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure [3] shows unemployment rates of both genders by 

year 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure [2]: Statistics on domestic violence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure [3] shows unemployment rates of both genders by year 
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their house without their mahrams for any reason. It wasn’t until 2015 that women got their right 

to vote and this year is the first time a Saudi woman was allowed to drive. 

4) The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

(CEDAW) 

The most significant attempt at achieving gender equality and diminishing systemic 

discrimination against women is the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). The 1981 convention is ratified by 189 countries 

and signed by 99 countries and aims at creating a comprehensive solution to gender inequality. 

However, very little progress has been made in abolishing systemic discrimination against 

women due to the lack of assertiveness and the non binding nature of this convention. 

IV.          Key Vocabulary 

Female Genital Mutilation (FGM): Comprises all procedures that involve partial or total removal 

of the external female genitalia, or other injury to the female genital organs for non-medical 

reasons.5This cultural belief in Africa mutilates the bodies of women without their consent. 

Gender Pay Gap: When one gender gets paid a higher salary for doing the same job. This is often 

seen as an indicator of discrimination against women in a certain state. 

Mahram: A mahram is someone who a women cannot marry, probably a family member, or 

someone who women can’t leave their house without. Examples of mahrams are a brother, 

father, uncle, etc.  

Systemic Discrimination: Systemic discrimination refers to laws passed by a state or a country 

that discriminate against a particular group or enable others to do so. In this case, we are 

discussing the set of rules that enable individuals to discriminate based on sex. 

 

 

 

                                                
5 “Female Genital Mutilation.” World Health Organization. WHO, Jan. 31 2018. http://www.who.int/news-

room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-mutilation  

http://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-mutilation
http://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-mutilation
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   V.         Important Events & Chronology 

Date Event 

1979 The UN General Assembly adopts the Convention on the Eliminations 

of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. It defines what counts 

as discrimination against women and creates an agenda for nations to 

adopt. 

2011 UN Women is formed out of a number of existing UN organizations. 

UN Women is formed to further the empowerment of women and girls 

and to advocate for gender equality.6 

2014 Egyptian constitution bans discrimination between genders and calls 

for equality. 

2015 Women in Saudi Arabia gain right to vote. 

2018 Women are allowed to drive for the first time in Saudi Arabia. 

VI.         Past Resolutions and Treaties 

The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

(CEDAW) 

An international treaty adopted in 1979 by the United Nations General Assembly. Described as 

an international bill of rights for women, it was instituted on 3 September 1981 and has been 

ratified by 189 states.7 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 

The UDHR is the document that sets the fundamental rights to be protected and provides the 

basis of human rights. 

  

                                                
6 “Key Dates in International Women’s History.” UN Foundation. United Nations, n.d. 

http://www.unfoundation.org/assets/pdf/key-dates-in-international-womens-history.pdf  
7 “CEDAW 29th Session.” UN Women. United Nations, 30 June 2003. 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/text/econvention.htm  

https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/cedaw/pages/cedawindex.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/cedaw/pages/cedawindex.aspx
http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
http://www.unfoundation.org/assets/pdf/key-dates-in-international-womens-history.pdf
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/text/econvention.htm


 

 

 

6 of 8 

VII.         Failed Solution Attempts 

Several attempts at creating 

equality between genders failed due to lack 

of assertiveness and activity. Maybe the 

most significant attempt at gender equality 

is the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

(CEDAW). The 1981 convention is ratified by 189 countries and aims at creating a 

comprehensive solution to gender inequality. The CEDAW states report to the CEDAW 

committee consisting of 23 experts that monitor countries compliance with CEDAW standards. 

The issue is that no penalties or sanctions can be implemented on states that are not complying to 

the CEDAW. If there is an issue of systemic discrimination in a certain state, CEDAW starts an 

inquiry procedure in that state; however, countries can choose not to carry on with this 

procedure. States that ratify the treaty submit a set of reservations, understandings, and 

declarations (RUDs). RUDs allow the states to do certain actions that are contrary to the 

objectives of CEDAW. This gave countries like Saudi Arabia rights to not allow women to leave 

their homes without mahrams,  helped them legalize female genital mutilations, etc. CEDAW did 

in fact help improve the lives of several women, but their standards are far fetched with their 

current mandate.8  

VIII.         Guiding Questions 

● Does your country have systemic discrimination against women? 

● Does your country want to fix this problem? 

● Is there a pay gap issue in your country? How severe is it? 

● Are there laws in your country that prohibit the systemic discrimination against women? 

Are they being enforced? 

● What can countries do to create a world without discrimination against women? 

IX.         Possible Solutions 

Trying to overcome systemic discrimination against women is a complex process and 

requires a lot of remedial thinking. Countries must find ways to ensure that all nations and 

                                                
8 Makers Team. “21 Facts About Gender Inequality You Need To Know Now.” Makers. Oath Inc., 1 Mar. 2018. 

https://www.makers.com/blog/21-facts-you-never-knew-about-international-gender-inequality 

https://www.makers.com/blog/21-facts-you-never-knew-about-international-gender-inequality
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individuals will align with international codes and standards. Feminist and women’s rights 

organizations must be strengthened in order to alleviate all forms of violence and discrimination 

against women and girls. Solutions to equality in educational, political, and economical aspects 

must be formulated. 

   X.         Useful Links 

● “Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women.” United 

Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner. OHCHR, n.d. 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/cedaw/pages/cedawindex.aspx 

Use this website to access all information related to CEDAW (articles, events, previous attempts, 

etc.). 

● Makers Team. “21 Facts About Gender Inequality You Need To Know Now.” Makers. 

Oath Inc., 1 Mar. 2018. https://www.makers.com/blog/21-facts-you-never-knew-about-

international-gender-inequality 

This will provide you with facts and statistics about gender inequality all around the world. 

● Nuñez, Christina. “11 Laws From Around The World That Stand in The Way of Gender 

Equality.” Global Citizen. Global Poverty Project, 8 Mar. 2015. 

https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/11-laws-from-around-the-world-that-stand-in-

the-wa/ 

Use this website to get background information on laws that enable the government and/or 

individual to discriminate against women. 
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